Learning Communit;

An Emerging Phenomenon

) ome statistics in That Used to Be Us: How America
Fell Behind in the World It Invented and How We Can
) Come Back, the book by Thomas L. Friedman and
Michael Mandelbaum, published in September, 2011, are
not new to us as educators but are startling nonetheless:

* About one fourth of ninth graders fail fo graduate from
high school in four years. Among OECD (Convention on
the Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Develop-
ment) countries, only Mexico, Spain, Turkey, and New
Zealand have higher dropout rates than the United States.

* Thirty years ago, 10 percent of California’s general
revenue fund went to higher education and 3 percent to
prisons. Today, 8 percent goes to higher education and
nearly 11 percent to prisons.

* Seventy-five percent of young Americans between the
ages of 17 and 24 cannot enlist in the military today
because they haven’t graduated from high school, have a
criminal record, or are physically unfit.

If the United States is to regain its position in the world and
become “us” again, solutions need to begin with education.
And slowly but increasingly, those proposing educational
solutions are becoming aware that education doesn’t begin
in grade school or in high school or in higher education; it
must include a firm and continuous foundation in the early
years of life. Educational solutions are the focus of this issue
of Young Children and its cluster of articles about Curriculum,
Assessment, and Teaching: Putting it All Together.

Now [ must confess frustration, not with Young Children

" and its articles and not with the sessions at NAEYC’s

Ellen Galinsky, president and cofounder of Families and Work
Institute, helped establish the field of work and family life while

at Bank Street College of Education, where she was a faculty
member for 25 years. She is the author of Mind in the Making:
The Seven Essential Life Skills Every Child Needs and numerous
other books, reports, and journal articles. Ellen is a past presi-
dent of NAEYC. egalinsky@familiesandwork.org
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National Instifute for Early Childheood Professional
Development, from which these articles are drawn. My
frustration is with the debates about curriculum, assess-
ment, and teaching, as they typically unfold. 1 am frustrated
that these debates don't emphasize enough the purpose of
curriculum, assessment, and teaching—that at their core,
these are strategies for promoting learning.

I suspect that my frustration is shared, because there is
a spontaneous movement in the United States to refocus
on learning. For those familiar with the term smart mobs,
the concept promulgated by Howard Rheingold in his
2002 book of the same name, this is a smart mobs move-
ment. Rheingold’s theory is that smart mobs—groups that
coalesce to bring about change—exist at the nexus of new
communication technology. They emerge when new tech-
nology for communication and computing amplify people’s
desire for change and for cooperation, though the calls-to-
action can be for positive or negative purposes. On a grand
scale, think of the Arab Spring movement in support of
democracy or the Occupy Wall Street movement,

Of special concern to us as educators, consider the genu-
ine hunger among the education community for refocusing
on learning—for remembering that the central purpose of
curriculum, assessment, and teaching, especially in putting

them together, is to improve children’s and adult’s learning.
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Examples of this came to me via modern communication
media and are being furthered through such technology.
Here is the story.

A learning jourhey—
Discovering learning communities

Soon after publication of my book Mind in the Making
(MITM) in 2010, I received a dramatic number of Google
alerts about messages using my name or the book’s title,
They were notices about discussion groups that were
convening around the book, and the groups were posting
announcements of these gatherings on the Internet. To list a
few: a state department of education was holding a webinar;
a college was hosting a symposium; a parent education pro-
gram was holding monthly discussions about each chapter;
a school-district book club was reading a chapter a month
and discussing implementation of the ideas; and so on:

Publishing a book is like dropping that book into a dark
sea to sink or swim. Rarely does the author have glimpses
of where the book goes or whom it touches. Publishing
MITM in the information age has been a totally new experi-
ence for me. Reading the cumulative Google alerts, I sensed
that Mind in the Making was bringing together people who
dor’t usually work together. Principals and early childhood
directors; family, friend, and neighbor (FFN) providers and
center-based teachers; parents and teachers—adults from
across our typical systems divide were coming together.
Furthermore, surprising groups, such as families in home-
less shelters and teen parents, were reading the book. |
came to think of these groups as learning communities.

A learning community is a group of people who come
together to-leérn_-with and from each other and then
seek to act on what they learn. Their reason for baing
is ongoeing inquiry for the sake of improvement. '
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Curriculum, Assessment, and Teaching

My inner researcher was very curious.
At Families and Work Institute, we wanted
to find out mare and perhaps connect the
learning communities with each other to
extend the learning. Thanks to the Kellogg
Foundation, we were able to provide finan-
cial support to some of the learning com-
munities. Our intent was to support groups
that brought together individuals who might
not otherwise have joined together in the,
birth-through-8 continuum, who had strate-
gies for continuing their work, and who
were willing to share their lessons learned
and the materials they creaied. They were
free to propose any activities they wished.

Offering mini-grants of up to $5,000,
Families and Work Institute received 74 applications from
28 states and the District of Columbia. In reading the appli-
cations, we began to get to know the groups—those we
funded, those we didn’t fund, and those we have heard
about more recently. We noted that these learning com-
munities share a number of characteristics—we count 10.
In fact, they do put curriculum, assessment, and teaching

_ together in some new ways. And first and foremost, they go

back to the core purpose of curriculum, assessment, and
teaching—recognizing them as strategies for learning. They
put learning first.

Common characteristics of
learning communities

Here are the 10 features most of the Mind in the Making learn-
ing communities have in common, with examples for each.

1. Learning communities have the power
to bring new players together.

The STEPS: Birth-8 Professional Development Project of
the New York City Early Childhood Professional Develop-
ment Institute is housed at City University of New York. The
first group in the project’s learning community included

_early childhood center directors and elementary school prin-

cipals in the South Bronx. Each month, these leaders focused
on a chapter of Mind in the Making. They watched the video
clips in the book's DVD or visited a member’s school. They
observed classrooms, viewing them through the lens of the
current chapter reading. Following each observation, they
talked about what they saw and, based on the readings,
offered suggestions to strengthen teaching and learning in
that school. The discussions included “takeaways’—ideas
leaders could bring back to their staff to implement.

The second group comprised six cohorts of teachers of
toddlers through grade 3 children from child development
centers and public schools. In addition to conversations
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about each chapter in the book, this group’s agenda

included intensive, individual, on-site mentoring and coach-
ing by the initiative’s designated community consultants.

Each of the four community consultants was assigned

participants from both the child development centers and
public schools to help facilitate the continuum and extend
concept development.

The initiative’s director, Dana Benzo, finds that Mind in
the Making provides a framework that both leaders and
teachers can use in addressing best practices in child
development and learning. The frame-
work redirects the emphasis toward
the skills children need to succeed
in school and in life. Before this
effort, Benzo says, not all the prin-
cipals were knowledgeable about
the development of young children.
But by the time the group reached
the chapter about critical think-
ing (the fifth skill described in the
book), the principals had become
very interested in early childhood
development and returned to and
reviewed the previous life skills
with real enthusiasm.

Working within elementary
schools is a common theme among
the learning communities. The goal
of the Albuquerque (New Mexico)
Public Schools (APS) is to create
learning communities throughout the
city’s elementary schools. Heather Vaughn, coordinator of
the APS Early Childhood Office, brought Mind in the Making
to early childhood teacher-leaders across the school dis-
trict. Teacher-leaders are chosen to be internal advocates
for early childhood education in their school. Through
district professional development, the Albuquerque
teacher-leaders used Mind in the Making to develop their
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own curricuium for teacher training. Following the Mind in
the Making course, they took the book back to their schools
and have been conducting their own professional learning
communities for staff and information sessions for farmilies.
There is also a book study group with elementary school
principals in the district. Vaughn says that reading and dis-
cussing Mind in the Making levels the playing field for teach-
ers, principals, and parents—everyone is learning together.

2. Learning communities do not shy away from
reaching those who are most in need.

The learning community of the Center for Innovation and
Resources, in Rohnert Park, California, helps parents of
young children with disabilities and their service providers
build life skills based on the concepts in Mind in the Making.
Services include early childhood care and education, early
intervention, early childhood special education, and more,

The center struggled initially with creating the group of
service providers, because a number of them were facing
significant health and family issues. Now that the group has
coalesced, they are forming a virtual book club, reading
Mind in the Making and discussing it via technology (tele-
conferencing and using Posterous, a collaborative blogging
platform) to focus on fostering life skills in children with
disabilities. Some of the members are facilitating face-to-

face book clubs in their own
communities, For example,
one member has taken

MITM to a group of parents

with children. who were

premature babies. All will
develop action plans for
incorporating the book’s
concepts into their work
in ways that best suit thelr

context, .

The Retreat, a domestic
violence organization in
Easthampton, New York,
is another example, It has
recruited clients from its
24-hour safe-haven shelter
for women and children

to participate in a Mind in
ihe Making group. The group

of women clients meets in eight ses-
sions, and discussions focus on fostering personal develop-
ment using MITM's seven essential life skills. Participants
report finding it helpful to discuss the skills with peers
and trained professionals. The group meetings provide
the support and encouragement individuals need to incor-
porate the skills into everyday life. Playing the suggested
games and activities has enhanced the experience by show-
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ing concrete ways to use each skill. The games also offer
participants a chance fo laugh and have fun during a very
stressful period in their lives.

1 wondered whether focusing on life skills during such a
stressful time would be effective. But Retreat staff report
that it is a good time to learn. The sessions afford partici-
pants an opportunity not only to obtain new information,
but also to be empowered by internalizing skills that can
help them cope in a difficult home situation. They say that
“clients are finding their own voices and encouraging oth-
ers to do the same.”

3. Members of learning communities focus on
learning from and with each other. They have
replaced the notion of learning from an expert
(“the sage on stage”) with a belief that there is
expertise in everyone.

Arizona AEYC (AzAEYC) uses this approach in its men-
toring initiative, When an NAEYC Innovation Grant oppor-
tunity arose, Naomi Karp, then president of AzAEYC, saw it
as a way to get early childhood leaders and emerging pro-
fessionals to learn together and examine their capacities in
seven essential skill areas outlined in Mind in the Making.
They could then provide classroom experiences and activi-
ties to help young children develop these same life skills.

Ida Rose Florez of Arizona State University, an AzAEYC
board member who, with several other board members,
leads the mentoring initiaiive, says that the goal is to have
veteran early childhood professionals personally mentor
early career professionals. Each local AEYC Affiliate in
Arizona is establishing a learning community consisting
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of veteran AzAEYC mentors with two to five early-career

participants each who are enrolled in an early childhood

degree program or have graduated in the past fwo years.
Learning communities meet monthiy (in person or by

. teleconference). Mentors facilitate discussions about using

Mind in the Making concepis to help children develop
essential life skills. Each participant is developing an
outreach project using MITM and AzAEYC materials. The
project may include colleagues or parents. In addition to
helping the participants in their groups engage with MITM
concepts, the learning community must build AzAEYC
awareness and membership interest.

4, Learning communities focus on active
learning that is experiential and includes
engaging participants in a process of
self-reflection and self-discovery, leading
toward action.

The Omaha AEYC’s community-based quality-
improvement initiative aims to intentionally connect
programs serving infants, toddlers, preschoolers,
and children in the early elementary school grades
in the public and private sectors. The organization’s
approach to professional development and creating
connections is to engage participants in learning
through a series of facilitatorled discussion groups
that focus on Mind in the Making’s seven life skills.
Discussions will center on ways to learn about iearn-
ing and foster child development through techniques
in the book, Sessions will also ericourage use of the
learning techniques by partner organizations and
advocate for their use throughout the community.
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The Omaha Children’s Museum, one of the partners in
the initiative, will host a discussion group to generate ideas
for “parent nudging” cards, to be located throughout the
museum. The cards will help parents take an active role
in their children’s play and nudge families to foster thelr
children’s life skills. -

5. Learning communitles are using
new media in creative ways.

The joint project of the Minnesota AEYC (MnAEYC) and
the Minnesota School-Age Care Alliance (MnSACA), based
“in St. Paul, is a good example of the use of new media.
Sharon Bergen, executive director of both erganizations,
" says the goal is to create a learning community across pro-
grams that will be a model for future learning communities
around the book, As such, their use of new technology and
communication tools is critical to a sustained effort.

The initial learning community of 20~30 participants will
read Mind in the Making over 10 weeks. They will attend
five face-to-face dialogue sessions and four online chats
in which they will reflect on their new knowledge and its
impact on their practice. They will share their thoughts
on the adulis’ learning process through video segments,
organization newsletters, articles, and Facebook pages.
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MnAEYC-MnSACA staff will create facilitator guides and
participant guides for the online and face-to-face dialogues.
Learning community members can also participate in asyn-
chronous, online message-board conversations with other
community members. They will be invited to share their
discoveries in a panel discussion at the MnAEYC-MnSACA
Annual Conference at the end of the 10-week period. This
approach enables learning community members to take

a long-term, sustained, and vibrant approach to learning
across the early childhood years.

il nother example comes from the American Center for
=t Children and Media, based in Chicago, and Alice
WWilder (head of research and development for Blue’s
Clues and co-creator of Super Why). The center created les-
sons around clips from popular children’s television shows.
The lessons focus on promoting children’s life skills through
two activities, and they conclude with a wrap-up activity.
Teachers tested the lessons in classrooms in three child
care programs in San Diego, California, with children pri-
marily from Spanish-speaking families with low incomes. The
teachers were excited to have research-based lesson plans
with vocabulary and activity ideas around life skills essential
to the children’s success; the short, carefully chosen video

.clips were effective in reinforcing skills laid out in Mind in

the Making.

6. Learning communities are not just

using the curriculum they are handed—
they are actively creating new curricula
based on child and adult development.

Many learning communities begin by looking at the chiid
development research in Mind in the Making and then
observing programs for young children to see how they
promote children’s learning and development of life skills.

Campus Fun and Learn Child Development Center, at
Rockland Community College in Suffern, New York, deliv-
ers year-round enrichment programs to children 6 weeks
through 12 years old. The campus center offers programs
for infants, toddlers, and 3- to 5-year-olds, and vacation
and after-school care for school-age children. It is a regis-
tered UPK (universal prekindergarten) site supporting four
school districts that serve diverse families, most with low
incomes or a single parent. '

Center director Kyle Miller and Debra Tietze, depart-
ment chair for teacher education at Rockland Community
College, see the child development center as the hub of a
community conversation about creating a new family sup-
port system. Mind in the Making will provide a framework
for discussing child development concepts and current
brain research that are relevant and appropriate for teach-
ing staff, families, undergraduate and graduate students,
college faculty, and universal prekindergarten teachers
from the surrounding community.

’ {cont'd on p. 26)
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Kyle and Debra plan to create a series of materials,
including interactive games, activities, and parent-teacher
resources, that will be available on loan to families from
the center. In addition, they will develop workshops, book
and video discussions, and interactive sessions on learning
games for parents and teachers to play with children to help
the children develop the life skills. They expect to reach
more than 300 adult participants by the end of the project.

The process will then cascade. Each stakeholder will
share Mind in the Making knowledge parent to parent,
teacher to parent, teacher to teacher, and finally family and
teacher to children. The first year’s work will conclude in
April 2012, during the Month of the Young Child, with the
Kiss Your Brain Festival.

7. Learning communities focus on
assessment tied to children’s development.

Los Angeles Universal Preschool (LAUP) is developing
synergy between Mind in the Making and the Classroom
Assessment Scoring System (CLASS) dimensions. LAUP
reports that using MITM is the natural next step for this
existing learning community, because the skills covered in
the book and DVD relate to CLASS.

At monthly site visits, coaches will work with teaching
staff (including assistant teachers who do not participate
in the learning community} to identify at least one goal
for their program based on practices and information
discussed at the monthly learning community meeting.
Teaching staff will also share the information with the fami-
lies enrolled in the programs.

8. Learning communities are reframing
teaching as teaching and learning.

The learning community at Kids' Corner Day Care Center,
in Washington, D.C., prepares teachers and families to
actively promote the skills children need to develop a love
of learning and succeed in school and life, The group com-
prises parents (mostly Spanish speaking) and early child-
hood educators learning together using flip video cameras
to capture children’s listening, reading, and writing abilities
and their use of oral language. ‘

Members view, study, and discuss the videos. (The ad-
vantage of video is that it allows full participation regard-
less of a participant’s proficiency in English or Spanish.)
Video clips and still photographs are the learning commu-
nity's collective evidence of the importance of communicat-
ing in Spanish, the home language, or in English, the school
language. .

At the learning community’s first meeting, the facilita-
tor, the center director, and other center staff gave a
PowerPoint presentation about Mind in the Making. Then
families and teachers viewed a few short clips taken at -
Kids’ Corner that supported the presentation. In a subse-
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quent session, staff shared videos about children learning
through their five senses, honoring the importance of the
children’s home languages. Family members are excited
about making connections betweern learning and teaching
through observation and reflection, and they are enthusias-
tic about continuing the journey.

9. Learning communities connect policy to practice.

The Mayor’s Office for Education and Children (MOEC)
hosts the learning community in Denver, Colorado. MOEC
identifies best practices and discusses how to implement
them in early childhood programs and family, friend, and
neighbor care settings. The office is creating a learning
comrmunity with Spanish-speaking FFN child care providers
who serve children in Denver's low-income communities, as
well as interested Denver Great Kids Head Start teachers.
The learning community uses Mind in the Making along with
video clips from community meetings to inform and help
create policy supported by MOEC. This process will result
in a briefing paper, including effective strategies, policy
recommendations, and changes needed. The learning com- -

‘munity will track the resulting impact of MITM on school

readiness and grade-level reading.

10. Learning communities continue—
they have strategies to “pay it forward.”

The mission of the Child Care Action Council {CCAC)
of Olympia, Washington, is to promote and nurture early
learning communities in which families and children can
thrive. CCAC sees its work on the Mind in the Making learn-
ing community as an opportunity to inspire new learning
and catalyze ongoing action throughout early childhood
communities.

CCAC has partnerships with the major local early child-
hood groups, including community colleges, early child-
hood teachers, librarians, health department staff, repre-

-t
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video clips from community meetings to inform and help
create policy supported by MOEC. This process will result
in a briefing paper, including effective strategies, policy
recommendations, and changes needed. The learning com-
munity will track the resulting impact of MITM on school
readiness and grade-level reading.

10. Learning communities continue—
they have strategies to “pay it forward.”

The mission of the Child Care Action Council (CCAC)
of Olympia, Washington, is to promote and nurture early
learning communities in which families and children can
thrive. CCAC sees its work on the Mind in the Making learn-
ing community as an opportunity to inspire new learning
and catalyze ongoing action throughout early childhood
communities.

CCAC has partnerships with the major local early child-
hood groups, including community colleges, early child-
hood teachers, librarians, health department staff, repre-
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sentatives from their Educational Service District, parent
educators, and child care program directors and teachers.
CCAC plans to create presentations about Mind in the
Makiﬁg‘s seven essential life skills for child care teachers,
FFN caregivers, teen parent programs, parenting groups,
and moms’ groups, among others. For example, in partner-

ship with the Thurston Early Childhood Cealition, the orga-

nization will create a social media strategy, “Building Brain
Bits,” that will be available on their website and shown in
waiting rooms in doctors’ offices and the welfare office, at
WIC appoeintments, and such. Local early learning coalitions
also plan early learning fairs to inform families about access-
ing services. Other CCAC and early learning coalition efforts
will include providing a free preschool to Spanish-speaking
parents, creating an early learning corner in a medical clinic
that serves communities with low incomes, and giving away
books and information at a variety of community events.
CCAC also reaches out to policy makers, such as county
commissioners, city council members, and legislators.
CCAC executive director Annie Cubberly reports, “Most of
our partners are engaged for the long haul—partly because
they need to be connected to resources, partly because
we all like each other, and mostly because we all share
the goal of improving the lives of young children in our
communities.”

Why learning communities, Why now?

A session at NAEYC’s 2011 National Institute for Early
Childhood Professional Development brought together a
number of the groups just described

et

Currlculum Assessment and Teachmg Puttmg It AI[Together

and with the use of technology as a professional develop-
ment tool. The high-tech online environment is a boon
rather than a barrier to participation.

Heather Vaughn said that learning communities help
teachers who are often demoralized in a No Child Left
Behind environment: “Participating in the groups enables
teachers to use research to improve their teaching” and “it
keeps their hearts in teaching!”

Recalling her days as director of the Early Childhood
Institute in the US Department of Education, Naomi Karp
said that trying to convince policy makers of things that
we assume everyone understands, believes, and imple-
ments was the hardest part of the job: “T'he first time [ saw
[Mind in the Making], | literally got weepy because [ knew
the field now had a key that would begin to unlock the
hearts and minds of so many gatekeepers who deny young
children the learning environments they so desperately
need and deserve—if (underscore if) we use the contents of
the research in creative ways.”

In That Used to Be Us, Friedman and Mandelbaum write
that many of the solutions to help the United States regain
what it has lost rise from the bottom up. Learning com-
munities are just such a solution, arising from our past and
renewed by new information and the use of new communi-
cation media. They remind me again and again that parents
and teachers who continue to learn about children make
the best parents and the best teachers.

Copyright © 2012 by the National Association for the Education of Young Children.
See Pemissions and Reprints online at www.naeyc.orgfyc/permissions.

that are developing learning com-
munities around concepts in Mind in
the Making. One of the questions we’
asked these participants was, “Why
learning communities, why now?”
éj‘\ haron Bergen reported that

“\ practitioners are very inter-

development that encourages a deep

dive i ther th face-
divemocontentraher tansureee || Ty oy o

... Without missing work

groups had been worried that a
six-month time commitment would
discourage participation; but instead,
it is a selling feature.

Bergen found that practitioners are
enthusiastic about the use of media FLEXIBLE
in professional development—the -
video to be used during discussion of
MITM and the learning community’s’

ACCESSIBLE

learning community as supporting
them in two ways: with new content
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sessing and Scaffolding

Deborah J. Leong and Elena Bodrova

It is the third week that Ms. Sotto’s preschool classroom has been turned

into an airport. The literacy center is a ticket counter, with a travel agency
complete with child-made passports, tickets, and travel brochures. In the
block area the children have constructed a walk-through X-ray scanner from
cardboard boxes. A smaller box with openings on both ends functions as the
screening device for carry-on luggage. There is an airplane cockpit made out
of a big piece of cardboard with child-drawn instruments, an upside-down egg
carton for a keyboard, and a paper plate that functions as the steering wheel.

Sophia tells her friend Vince that she is going on a trip and that she is going

to forget to take out her water hottle. Then she won’t be able to get through '
security. Vince says he is going to go to Puerto Rico where his grandmother

lives. Sophia puts on her backpack and stands in line behind Vince. Finally

it’s her turn. ‘

“Where are you going?” asks Tanya, the child behind the counter. “I'm goin’

to Puerto Rico t00.” “OK. Here's your passport and your ticket to Puerto Rico.

Your flight leaves at 77 o’clock.” Tanya hands two pleces of torn construciion
_paper to Sophia. Sophia goes to another center and takes off her shoes. She

puts them in a basket with her backpack, then pushes the basket through the

scanner. Amir, who |s the security guard, waits until Sophia walks through the

X-ray frame, then waves a paper towel roll wand over her head. “OK,” he says,

“you can go now.” Another security guard, Milda, is standing with Sophia's

backpack, holding the bottie of water that Sophia “forgot” to take out of her

backpack. “This is more than three ounces!” “Oh, | forgot. I'll put it in my |
cubby,” says Sophia as she takes the bottle and runs to her cubby. Her next
stop is the passenger lounge. ' E

hat is happening in Ms. Sotto's classroom Is an example of what
most early childhood educators mean when they talk about
make-believe play—a fantasy world created by children where
their imagination soars, their language expands, and their social skills
develop. Unfortunately, play observed in many early childhood classrooms
rarely reaches this level; often children act out a series of
simple and stereotypical scripts with little or no interac-
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ingly clear that without adult support, the play of many

o children is destined to never reach this fully developed sta-
2.3,4 tus. Teaching children to play has to be as intentional and
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Deborah J. Leong and Elena Bodrova

it is the third week that Ms. Sotto’s preschool classroom has been turned

into an airport. The literacy center is a ticket counter, with a travel agency
complete with child-made passports, tickets, and travel brochures. In the
block area the children have constructed a walk-through X-ray scanner from
cardboard boxes. A smaller box with openings on both ends functions as the
screening device for carry-on luggage. There is an airplane cockpit made out
of a big piece of cardboard with child-drawn instruments, an upside-down eqg
carten for a keyboard, and a paper plate that functions as the steering wheel.

Sophia tells her friend Vince that she is going on a frip and that she is going
to forget to take out her water bottle. Then she won't be able to get through
security. Vince says he is going to go to Puerto Rico where his grandmother
lives. Sophia puts on her backpack and stands in line behind Vince. Finally
it’s her turn.

“Where are you going?” asks Tanya, the child behind the'counter. “I'm goin’
to Puerto Rico t00.” “OK. Here's your passport and your ticket to Puerto Rico.
Your flight leaves at 77 o’clock.” Tanya hands two pleces of torn construction

_paper to Sophia. Sophia goes to another center and takes off her shoes. She
puts them in a hasket with her backpack, then pushes the hasket through the
scanner. Amir, who is the security guard, waits until Sophia walks through the
X-ray frame, then waves a paper towel roll wand over her head. “OK,” he says,
“you can go now.” Another security guard, Milda, is standing with Sophia’s
backpack, holding the bottle of water that Sophia “forgot” to take out of her
backpack. “This is more than three ounces!” “Oh, | forgot. I'll put it in my
cubby,” says Sophia as she takes the bottle and runs to her cubby. Her next
stop is the passenger lounge.

hat is happening in Ms. Sotto’s classroom is an example of what
most early childhood educators mean when they talk about
make-believe play—a fantasy world created by children where

5 their imagination soars, their language expands, and their social skills
develop. Unfortunately, play observed in many early childhood classrooms

rarely reaches this level; often children act out a series of
simple and stereotypical scripts with little or no interac-
tion with their peers, Research pravides more and more
evidence of the positive effects that well-developed play
has on various areas of child development, such as chil-
dren’s social skills, emerging mathematical ability, mastery
of early literacy concepts, and self-regulation (see Singer,
Golinkoff, & Hirsh-Pasek 2006). It is also becoming increas-
ingly clear that without adult support, the play of many
children is destined o never reach this fully developed sta-
tus. Teaching children to play has to be as intentional and
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systemafic as teaching literacy or math and at the same
time must take a form very diiferent from adult-initiated
practices often used to teach these content-related skills.

A Vygotskian approach to scaffolding play

True to the saying that everything new is the “well-forgot-
ten old,” the answer to today’s challenges comes from the
past—ifrom theories of play developed in the last century
by Lev Vygotsky and his student Daniel Elkonin. These
theories, along with the work done by students of Vygotsky
and Elkonin, are the foundation of the approach to scaffold-
ing play we (the authors) currently use in our work with
teachers in early childhood classrooms.

In Vygotsky (1977) and Elkonin's (2005) view, make-
believe play reaches its highest level of development in
the preschool and kindergarten years. However, this fully
developed or “mature” form of play does not emerge over-
night. In fact, its earliest prerequisites develop in infancy,
as habies learn to imitate other people’s actions and begin
to communicate by using gestures and vocalizations.
Mastering language and forming emotional bonds with their
caregivers both prepare infants to learn from adults who
are their first “play mentors.” It is important to make sure
that infants have ample opportunities to engage in playful
interactions with adults during which they can practice
their first pretend actions. In this sense a simple peek-a-boo
game with an adult carries more educational value than any
“smart toy” one gives fo a child to play with alone.

Toddlers take more steps toward developing mature make-
believe play as they move from mastering simple acts of put-
ting on their clothes or brushing their hair to applying these
acts to their dolls and stuffed animals; someftimes they even
attempt to turn their pets into play partners. This is the time
when adult play mentoring and—even better—toddler’s
participation in play with older children can change play

from being “toy oriented” to “people oriented.” As Daniel
Elkonin (1978, 187) put it, “A child starts with feeding herself
with a spoon; then she uses the spoon to {eed everyone;
then she uses the spoon to feed her doll; and finally feeds
the doll pretending to be the ‘mommy’ who feeds her ‘daugh-
ter’” (trans. by Bodrova). At this later stage, the play is no
longer about the spoon and not even about a specific doll—it
is about the relationship between mother and daughter.

Reaching preschool age does not guarantee, however, that
a child’s play stops being toy oriented. In fact, too many pre-
schoolers continue to engage in play that would be appropri-
ate for a 2-year-old but is something that 4-year-olds should
have long outgrown. To help teachers support higher levels
of play in these children, we have developed an approach
to assessing and scaffolding play—PRoPELS—that focuses
on its most critical elements (Bodrova & Leong 2007).

Minding one’s p’s and r's when playing

PROPELS is an acronym that stands for the most critical
elements of children’s play that can be assessed and scaf-
folded by the adults.

Plan—children’s ability to think about play in advance of
playing

Roles children play—including the actions, language,
and emotional expressions that are associated with a
specific role :

Props—the objects (real, symbolic, and imaginary) chil-
dren use in play

Extended time frame—play that lasts for long stretches
of time: within one play session for an hour or longer
or extending over several play sessions and over sev-
eral days

Language—what children say to develop a scenario or
coordinate the actions of different players as well as
speech associated with a particular role

Scenario—what children act out, including the sequence

of scripts and interactions between roles

Using PRoPELS to assess play gives teachers an
idea of how mature play is in their classrooms. On
the continuum from most immature to most mature,
children’s make-believe play goes through five
stages, with all of ifs elements (outlined above in the
acronym PRoPELS) developing and expanding:

+ The earliest stage—first scripts—is best described
in terms of ohject-oriented pretend actions, such as
" achild playing with toy cars while making “vroom-
vroom” sounds.

* An example of the next stage—roles in action—would
be a child walking back and forth in high heels and,
when asked, labeling her actions as playing “mommy.”
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s More mature play appears by stage 3—roles with rules » Finally, at stage 5, planning and negotiating pretend
and beginning scenarios. Children begin to coordinate their actions starts to take more time than actually carrying

pretend actions with their play partners, making sure that them out. It is at this stage that children sometimes play
these pretend actions go with the roles chosen by each of multiple roles without actually having physical partners
the players. When children are at this stage, it is common as they both “direct” and “act out” these roles with stuffed
to hear them correcting each other’s behaviors when the animals or even imaginary partners.

behaviors are not in line with the roles the children are The table below summarizes the changes in the PROPELS
playing. For example, a child might comment if the patient elements across different stages of play.

starts playing with the doctor’s stethoscope or the sales
associate walks off wearing shoes she was about to sell to a

customer, _ What “PRoPELS” play to new heights?

* An example of stage 4 play is found in the opening vigneite The idea that we need to teach young children how to
describing the airport play in Ms. Sotto’s room. Children en- play is not a new one; until recently, however, it has been
gage in multiple pretend actions, all being consistent with primarily discussed in terms of enhancing or facilitating

the roles they are playing while acting out complex scenarios. play that has already reached a certain level of develop-

4, Mature Roles, _
‘ Planned Scenarlos,
and Symbohc Props

Has complex muitlple
roles

‘Acts first and then - -
decides on roles. No
ules are revealed.-

Creates scenafios:
thatilast afew .

" Jast 60 minutes or lon-

i ger. With support, can - * :
reate scenarios that
‘|last over several days

Plays ‘a series of coor-
dinated sceriarios that
change in response
fo; prewous ones or -
the desires of players
:Describes unfolding .
-scenario, roles; and

. ‘actions. -

Scenario

with limited behav-
iors. Can j |ncorpo- :
" rate miodeled roles .
* and actions into
; play, with support

30 Young Children+January 2012




.-Extended-'
time "
- .fr_ame‘-_.

Scenario -

2=

¢ More mature play appears by stage 3—roles with rules
and beginning scenarios. Children begin to coordinate their
pretend actions with their play partners, making sure that
these pretend actions go with the roles chosen by each of
the players. When children are at this stage, it is common
to hear them correcting each other’s behaviors when the
behaviors are not in line with the roles the children are
playing. For example, a child might comment if the patient
starts playing with the doctor’s stethoscope or the sales
associate walks off wearing shoes she was about to sellto a
customer.

* An example of stage 4 play is found in the opening vignette
describing the airport play in Ms. Sotto’s room. Children en-.
gage in multiple pretend actions, all being consistent with
the roles they are playing while acting out complex scenarios.

Acts first and then

. “rules are revealed.-

Cfeafeé scenarios
. that last a few .

. :-,Createsascenarlo = Pla
... that is.sfereotypical, ':scrip

"-teacher does andi' iors. Can incorpo- -
~'says or will fol- . rate modeled roles
“lo 'the teachers " 'and actions info
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Clgsimpleand |0 Co
repetitive. .
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¢ Finally, at stage 5, planning and negotiating pretend
actions staris to take more time than actually carrying
them out. It is at this stage that children sometimes play
multiple roles without actually having physical partners
as they both “direct” and “act out” these roles with stuffed
animals or even imaginary partners.

The table below summarizes the changes in the PRoPELS
elements across different stages of play.

What “PRoPELS” play to new heights?

Has-roles with riles
decides.on-roles: No “:that can:be violated

- with limited behav-  .new

The idea that we need to teach young children how to
play is not a new one; until recently, however, it has been
primarily discussed in terms of enhancing or facilitating
play that has already reached a certain level of develop-

- A Matdi’e Roles, .
Pianned Scenanos,
. and Symbollc Props

Has. cqmplex_, multip_i_e
roles..

" Creates scenarios that
- last 60 minutes or lon-
ger. With support can
create scenarios: that
fast over several days.

Plays a series of coor-
dirated scenarios that -
: ch"ange in response :
W to prewous ones or

. thé desires of players
2 Descrlbes.unfoldmg_
;" .scenario, roles, and -
s actions,
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ment. Explicit play instruction is often limited to the con-
text of special education. While children with language
delays or emotional disorders are thought to benefit from
play interventions, children without such delays or disor-
ders are usually expected to develop play skills on their
own. This approach, while valid in the past, can no longer
be adopted if we want all young children to develop mature
play. Massive changes in the culture of childhood—such as
the disappearance of multiage play groups, the increase in
time children spend in adult-directed activities after school,
and so on—mean that, for many yvoung children, early
childhood settings are the only place where they have the
opportumty to learn how to play.

&l t is important to note, however, that learmng how to
play in the classroom will not look the same as learning
to play within the informal neighborhood peer groups
of yesterday. In the past, most play occurred in multi-
age groups in which youriger children could learn from
older “play experts,” practice their play skills with peers of

the same age, and then pass their knowledge on to other

“play novices.” Under those conditions, even preschool-
ers could act out elaborate and imaginative scenarios like
castles or space travel, because the play skills of older
children would buoy their own skills. In today’s early child-
hood settings, children are almost always segregated by
age and have to interact with play partners who are as inex-
perienced as they are. As a result, many of the play skills
that children learned in the past by observing and imitating
their older playmates now have to be taught directly by
teachers or learned from behaviors that teachers model.

In addition, unlike the unstructured play of the past that
often lasted for hours or days, playtime in today’s early
childhood classroom is limited and rarely exceeds one or
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two hours, This means that to achieve rapid progress in the
quality of play, play scaffolding in the classroom needs to
be designed to strategically target its most critical compo-
nents: children's play Planning, their ability to take on and
maintain Roles, use of Props, Extended time frame, chil-
dren’s use of Language, and the quality of play Scenarios.
In mature play, all of these discrete components are inter-
twined. However, we have found that at different levels of
play, children will have more difficulty with one aspect or
another. Using PRoPELS is best when you first observe chil-
dren’s play without intervening. Affer assessing the level

of children’s independent play, you can then decide what
kind of scaffolding is the most appropriate. By highlighting
the different areas in which you as the teacher can scaffold,
you can be more efficient in providing scaffolds that sup-
port a given child or group of children.

M




Scaffolding children's play Planning. Elkonin (1978)
identified planning as one of the features of mature play,
describing play of older children as consisting mostly of
lengthy discussions of who is going to do what and how,
foliowed by brief periods of acting out. As with other com-
ponents of play, role and scenario planning can benefit from
adult scaffolding. The teacher can start by asking children
what they want to play or what they want to be, encourag-
ing them to discuss the choice of the roles with their peers.
Later, the teacher can ask children about more specific de-
tails of their future play scenarios, including what props they
might need or whether they need to assume a different role.

By making planning a necessary step in play, the teacher
directs children's attention to the specifics of their roles
and io the existence of rules associated with them. Many
arguments that happen during play are ovex the fact that
two children have chosen the same role or because the
prop associated with that role is being used by another
child. Planning prior to children going to the center can
help prevent potential conflicts. Children can talk about the

© Julia Luckenbill

possible conflict instead of fighting over the prop. Planning
allows children to discuss what might happen if there are
two people who want to be truck drivers and only one
truck. Having children agree to take turns before going to
the center teaches social problem-solving strategies and
starts the play off with positive interactions.

The planning process can take place orally, but if chil-
dren represent their plans in drawing or pretend writing,
this process produces even greater benefits. First, as
children engage in drawing, they are able to focus on their
future play for a longer period of time, thus thinking over
more details of their pretend scenarios. Second, having a
tangible reminder helps children to regulate their own and
their partners’ behaviors; if a child has a picture of a veteri-
narian with her name on it, it becomes harder for another
child to usurp this role. It also makes it easier for the
teacher to troubleshoot possible conflicts and to engage
children in brainstorming solutions. If two children want to
be veterinarians, the teacher can introduce different kinds
of veterinarians, such as the ones who take care of pets and
those who treat large animals.

Planning also occurs during play when children change
the scenario, the props, and the roles, Mature players
discuss what is going to happen prior to it happening. For
example, children might discuss what will happen at the
fire station now that the fire is out. What other problems
might happen? Children at the higher levels of play are
able to plan on the fly, discuss possible directions for the
scenarios, incorporate the ideas of the different players
involved, and create props to match the changes inthe play.

Scaffolding development and maintaining play Roles
and rules. As Eikonin (1978) points out, the focus of mature
play is the social roles
and relationship between
people—something that
children cannot learn by
simply observing adult
behaviors. Therefore,
to promote mature play,
teachers need o explain
the purpose of these
behaviors, their sequence,
the cause-and-effect rela-
tionships between different
behaviors, and so on. For
example, a teacher may
explain that a customer in
a restaurant cannot simply
go to the kitchen and get
- a pizza—first he needs to
give his order to a waiter.
The waiter will take the
order to a chef, and only

© Karen Phillips
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Scaffelding children’s play Planning. Elkonin (1978)
identified planning as one of the features of mature play,
describing play of older children as consisting mostly of
lengthy discussions of who is going to do what and how,
followed by brief periods of acting out. As with other com-
ponents of play, role and scenario planning can benefit from
adult scaffolding. The teacher can start by asking children
what they want to play or what they want to be, encourag-
ing them to discuss the choice of the roles with their peers.
Later, the teacher can ask children about more specific de-
tails of their future play scenarios, including what props they
might need or whether they need to assume a different role.

By making planning a necessary step in play, the teacher
directs children’s attention to the specifics of their roles
and to the existence of rules associated with them. Many
arguments that happen during play are over the fact that
two children have chosen the same role or because the
prop associated with that role is being used by another
child. Planning prior to children going to the center can
help prevent potential conflicts. Children can talk about the

© Julia Luckenbill

possible conflict instead of fighting over the prop. Planning
allows children to discuss what might happen if there are
two people who want to be truck drivers and only one
truck. Having children agree to take turns before going to
the center teaches soctal problem-solving strategies and
starts the play off with positive interactions.

The planning process can take place orally, but if chil-
dren represent their plans in drawing or pretend writing,
this process produces even greater benefits, First, as
children engage in drawing, they are able to focus on their
future play for a longer period of time, thus thinking over
more details of their pretend scenarios. Second, having a
tangible reminder helps children to regulate their own and
their partners’ behaviors; if a child has a picture of a veteri-
narian with her name on it, it becomes harder for another
child to usurp this role. It also makes it easier for the
teacher to troubleshoot possible conilicts and to engage
children in brainstorming solutions. If two children want to
be veterinarians, the teacher can introduce different kinds
of veterinarians, such as the ones who take care of pets and
those who treat large animals.

Planning also occurs during play when children change
the scenario, the props, and the roles. Mature players
discuss what is going to happen prior to it happening. For
example, children might discuss what will happen at the
fire station now that the fire is out. What other problems
might happen? Children at the higher leévels of play are
able to plan on the fly, discuss possible directions for the
scenarios, incorporate the ideas of the different players -
involved, and create props to match the changes in the play.

Scaffolding development and maintaining play Roles
and rules. As Elkonin {1978) points out, the focus of mature
play is the social roles
and relationship between
people—something that
children cannot learn by
simply observing adult
behaviors. Therefore,
to promote mature play,
teachers need to explain
the purpose of these
behaviors, their sequence,
the cause-and-effect rela-
tionships between different
behaviors, and so on. For
example, a teacher may
explain that a customer in
a restaurant cannot simply
go to the kitchen and get
a pizza—first he needs to
give his order to a waiter.
The waiter will take the
order to a chef, and only
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then will the customer be served the pizza. It also helps
to discuss with the children what happens if the normal
sequence of events gets disrupted; a chef who has not
waited for the waiter to bring him a specific order may cook
something different from what the customer wants to eat.
The rules that hold make-believe play together are not
arbitrary but are based on the logic of reaHife situations.
Therefore, not knowing how these life scripts unfold will
keep children from practicing seli-regulated behaviors by
following these rules. Helping children learn about scripts,
and the rules that these scripts follow, calls for greater
involvement by early childhood teachers in children’s play
than most teachers are used to. However, for most children
this involvement needs to last for a relatively short time:
soon they are able to use models provided by the teachers
to build their own roles and rules, requiring only occasional
adult support.

Scaffolding the use of Props in a symbolic way. Many
young children today grow up using mostly realistic toys
and having limited or no experience with using open-ended
materials (for example, a rock, stick, or paper plate) in
play. This makes it difficult for them to develop a broad
range of symbolic substitutions associated with higher
levels of make-believe play. For these children, teachers

_ need to model how to use props in a symbolic way, gradu-

ally expanding the repertoire of different uses for the same
object. Over the period of several months, teachers can
introduce more unstructured and multifunctional props
while at the same time removing some overly realistic ones,
such as plastic fried eggs. Older preschoolers and kinder-
gartners can start making their own props, while teachers
can show younger preschoolers how to make minimal
changes in the existing props to change their purpose. For
example, a teacher can say, “Look at this big toy dog. We
used it as the Big Bad Wolf when we played fairy tales. Do
you think we can use it as the dalmatian in the fire station
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we are building now? What can we do to make this dog look
like a dalmatian?”

Scaffolding the use of Language in play. An important
part of adult scaffolding is monitoring children’s language
to make sure it is used in the service of play. For example,
an adult’s language should change to match the new ways
props are used: the same paper plate that is a steering
wheel in a fire truck today was a pretend pizza in the play
restaurant last week. Since the appearance of the prop has
not changed, the new name given to the paper plate is the
only way the players will know that now it is being used
in a new way. Assigning new names to the play props as
these are used in new functions helps children master the
symbolic nature of words, leading to children’s eventual
realization of the unique relationship that exists between
words and the objects they signify. This emergence of meta-
linguistic awareness is associated with children’s mastery
of written language.

Language also touches some of the other elements of
play described in PRoPELS. Adult scaffolding is needed to
- help children engage in “role speech,” that is, using vocabu-
lary, sentence structure, and intonation that fit a specific
role. Teachers first introduce children to the ways people
doing different jobs talk to each other during book reading
or on a field trip. For example, children would learn that
a 911 operator tries to reassure the person calling that
the fire truck will arrive soon by saying, “Help is on the
way.” As the play unfolds, children may also need to be
reminded of new vocabulary words they can use when play-
ing a particular role. One way to do this is for a teacher to
temporarily assume a secondary role, such as a customer
or a patient, and make requests that prompt the children
playing the leading roles of chefs, doctors, or vets to use
these new words. For example, if the play in the pretend
restaurant gets a little stale, a teacher can freshen it up by
pretending to place a call to make a reservation. This would
be a perfect opportunity to inquire about today’s specials,
the hours when the restaurant is open, whether kids’ meals
are available, and so on,

Scaffolding development of play Scenarios that can
unfold over Extended periods of time. A play scenario is
what many people call the theme of play. It is the story line
that the children are acting out. Children explore the social
interactions of their roles through the play scenario, What
happens when you go to the doctor’s office? Your baby
might be sick or you might have a broken leg. What will
you say to the doctor? What will he or she do to help you?
Mature players have scenarios that evolve and change as
they play, hence the importance of extended periods of time.

Scaffolding play scenarios has several components. First,
children often lack background knowledge to build their
scenarios. Even to play “family dinner” or “grocery store,”
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which all children are expected to be familiar with, requires
knowledge of the setting, roles, and actions associated with
these scenarios. To build background knowledge about
less familiar topics, ieachers use field trips, guest speakers,
and books and videos. To promote mature play, the choice
of places to take children on a field trip and the choice of
books and videos need to be guided by how well these
activities and tools will help children to learn about people
and their activities.

When field irips or books center on objects or animals,
such as a trip to the zoo or a book on dinosaurs, very little
of their content gets reenacted in mature make-believe play.
However, if a teacher supplements a book on dinosaurs
with additional videos and books portraying the work of
paleontologists, children are more likely to start playing
pretend scenarios, such as museum or dinosaur dig, and
incorporate new concepts in their
conversations,

Sometimes even a very suc-
cessful field trip may not provide
enough information for, children
to transfer what they saw on this
trip to their play in the classroom.
In these cases teachers have to
support play by modeling pretend .
actions and role speech more
explicitly, for example, role-
playing and practicing some of
the pretend actions with children.
For most children such intensive
“play practice” is needed for only
a limited time. Other children,
such as children with special
needs, can benefit from more
extensive play practice with their peers.
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Conclusion

Mature make-believe play is an important and
unigue context, providing opportunities to learn
not afforded by other classroom activities. It
should not be considered something extra that
can be cut to accommodate more time for aca-
demic skills, nor should it be used as a means
of adding “entertainment value” for inherently
boring and decontextualized drills. Instead,
play should be preserved and nurtured as one
of the “uniquely ‘preschool™ (in the words of
Vygoisky's colleague and student Alexander
Zaporozhets) activities that provide the most
beneficial context for children’s development:

Optimal educattonal opportunities for a young
child to reach his or her potential and to develop
in a harmonious fashion are not created by accel-
erated ultra-early instruction aimed at shortening
the childhood period—that would prematurely turn a toddler
into a preschooler and a preschooler into a first-grader. What
is needed is just the opposite—expansion and enrichment
of the content in the activities that are uniqilely “preschool”™
from play to painting to interactions with peers and adults,
(Zaporozhets 1986, 83)

@ Shari Schmidt
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